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DAYTON, Ohio- It's not only new roommates, homesickness and cafeteria food that 
occupy a freshman's fears the summer before college. It's also the intimidating thoughts of 
high-level classroom expectations and challenging intellectual exchanges with professors. 
Incoming first-year students at the University of Dayton are getting a taste of what's 
expected with a voluntary online humanities prequel being offered through UD's virtual 
orientation program. With chats and threaded discussions, they'll make connections with fellow 
freshmen and faculty members. 
"The jump between high school and college is tremendous on a number of levels, 
socially and especially intellectually," said David Darrow, assistant professor of history and co-
creator of the online humanities prequel. "One of the hardest things for many first-year students 
at UD is the humanities base courses, where they are expected to do lots of writing and critical 
thinking." 
The humanities base at UD is a set of four first-year courses- English, history, 
philosophy and religious studies - that raises basic questions about what it means to be human 
and encourages students to develop their own responses. Readings comrrion to all of the classes 
raise issues about autonomy and responsibility, the individual and society, faith and reason, 
and human beings and the natural world. 
The description can be daunting for 18-year-olds fresh from an American history course 
that marched them from pre-Columbian civilizations to modern-day superpower with few 
stops for discussion along the way. 
"I've seen them arrive in class scared," Darrow said. "We really want our first-year 
students to realize that thinking and explaining why you think the way you do and being able 
to discuss that with others is much of what this University of Dayton is about. And it's 
applicable in their lives. Doing something is important, but thoughtful doing is something you 
can generally be proud of." 
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To ease the transition, Darrow and co-creator Lawrence P. Ulrich, professor of 
philosophy at UD, have posted a voluntary introduction to the humanities base that they're 
calling a prequel, "a term unabashedly stolen from Steven Spielberg," said Ulrich. 
The prequel Web site (http:/ /learningspace4.udayton.edu/ulrich/hbprequel/) contains 
links to several of the readings that first-year students will read as part of the humanities base, 
such as The Apology by Plato and "The Bad Manners of a Crusading Prince" from Readings in 
European History: Vol. I. Major issues in the readings are outlined and sample questions are 
listed. Students can ponder why Socrates does not fear death and how different cultures justify 
violence in the name of religion prior to presenting their ideas to Ulrich and Darrow and their 
future classmates. 
To foster the conversation, the professors have set up 20 two-hour live chats, beginning 
June 18 and running through Aug. 8 and hosted by either Darrow or Ulrich, for students to join 
in a discussion of the readings. A threaded e-mail discussion will be up for three days following 
each chat, allowing students to expand their comments and reply to the opinions of others. 
The discussions will remain posted so that incoming students can revisit them. 
"We hope they'll get some familiarity with some of the big ideas," Ulrich said. "That's 
what the humanities base is all about- to think about human life and what it means to be 
human. Then, when they come to campus, they'll already have some sense of confidence in 
themselves and in their ability to engage in a serious academic discussion. 
"If I can get them to realize they can sit down and read Plato and they can understand 
Plato, they'll get the sense that these disciplines are accessible," he said. "The ideas that are 
presented are ideas they ought to care about and some of the things they take for granted have 
been hard won." 
The prequel, which is entirely voluntary, has no exams, but there are links to actual 
paper assignments and exam questions pertinent to each of the courses. The prequel is part of 
UD's "virtual orientation," a service introduced this summer for incoming students. 
The site, located at http:/ /vo.udayton.edu, allows students to register their preferences 
for classes this fall, take math and foreign language placement tests online and complete 
advanced placement applications online. They can learn about faculty members and service-
learning projects specific to their majors. Weekly chats with key campus officials are being 
offered, and students can check out counseling and medical services, get information on extra-
curricular activities, compare meal plans and note campus events. They can order their 
textbooks online and download the University fight song and a UD screen saver. 
One of the most popular features of Virtual Orientation has been the profiles students 
post of themselves, complete with e-mail addresses that allow their future classmates to get in 
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touch and make friends long before they come to campus in the fall. About 10 pairs of students, 
strangers before they logged on to Virtual Orientation, have found so much in common that 
they've requested to room together in the fall. 
There's even a site for parents to help alleviate anxiety and provide useful information 
about upcoming campus events, campus policies and procedures, and services available to 
students. After their children leave for campus, parents can check out a homesickness guide for 
tips to help their child through the transition. 
Virtual Orientation and the online humanities prequel are the latest innovations in the 
technology-enhanced learning environment at the University of Dayton, named by Yahoo! 
Internet Life magazine as the top wired university in Ohio and the most wired Catholic 
university in the country. 
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For media interviews, contact David Darrow at (937) 229-3447 or via e-mail at 
David.Darrow@notes.udayton.edu and Lawrence Ulrich at (937) 229-2937 or via e-mail at 
Lawrence.Ulrich@notes.udayton.edu. For a complete look at technology initiatives at the 
University of Dayton, see http:/ /www.udayton.edu/news/nr/020701f.html. 
